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Preface

The Marshiand Historic Context was developed in response to concems for the historic resources
associated with the Delaware river and its marshes, The physical resources of fishing, trapping,
waterfowling, and other traditional activities are quickly disappearing from the historical recard. The goal of
this project was to record some of these traditions and the property types that support them and identify
other areas in need of research.

This context was a natural growth from the priorities established in the Defaware Comprehensive
Historic Preservation Plan. The State Historic Preservation Otfice and the Grant Selection Committee of
the State Review Board for Historic Preservation affirmed the need for such a context by making the
development of an histaric context concerning maritime cultural resources a high priority under the
Historic Preservation Fund subgrant program for FY 92. The Marshiand Historic Context represents only
part of that priority; a second phase, focusing on ship and boat building, will be undertaken in FY 93.

in Fiscal Year 1992, the Center for Historic Architecture and Engineering received a matching
funds grant from the Historic Preservation Fund to develop an historic context investigating the marshland
historic resources associated with the Delaware River and its marshes. The project was conducted for the
Delaware State Historic Preservation Office, Division of Historical and Cultural Affairs, and the grant was
administered by the Nationa! Parks Service, Department of the Interior. The historic context was
developed in accordance with the planning process described in the Delaware Comprehensive Historic
Preservation Plan and the Historic Context Master Reference and Summary, as well as the Secretary of
the Interior's Standards and Guidelines for Archaeology and Historic Preservation. All activities relating to
the development of this context have been carried out in consultation with the staff of the Delaware State
Historic Preservation Office, Division of Historical and Cultural Attairs.

Principal investigators for this project were Bernard L. Herman, Associate Director of the Genter,
and Rebecca J. Siders, Research Associate. Much of the research, writing, and field work was carried out
by two graduate research assistants, Caroline Fisher and Allison Eiterich. An advisory committee of
preservation professionals, interested citizens, and people associated with the various types of marshiand
resources. The authars are grateful for their valuable suggestions and contributions to the context. We
would also like to extend our thanks to the many members of the Port Penn, Leipsic, and Littie Creek
communities who provided oral histories that illuminated many of the gaps in the documentary research.
Particular thanks go to Bob Beck, of Port Penn.
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FOR BOB BECK

His heart as friend and neighbot,

his grace and skilf as a teacher,

his abiding affection for the world around us
will assure the preservation and celebration
of Delaware’s marshlands

Vi



I. Introduction

The Delaware Comprehensive Historic Preservation Plan (hereafter the Delaware Plan) requires
the developrment of historic contexts for the purpose of guiding historic preservation planning priorities in
the state of Delaware. A fully-developed historic context links the physical resources on the landscape
with the cultural and economic patterns of our history and provides the resources with a contextual
significance. Historic contexts describe the types of resources associated with a particular historic theme
in a specific geographic area and period of time; contexts also determine the criteria for evaluating those
resources in terms of eligibility for listing on the National Register of Historic Places. Preservation
professionals use this information to plan for the protection of cultural resources, to set priorities for
funding preservation activities such as cultural resource survey and National Register nominations, and to
identify new resources related to a particular historic context. involvement of the pubiic in the creation of
the context and dissemination of the results of the project in publications and presentations generates
greater public awareness of the value of historic preservation.

As an historic preservation planning document, an historic context forms a segment of the Historic
Context Master Reference and Summary that is part of the Delaware Plan. Each fully-developed context
segment must address the following eleven elements:

* historic theme

* geographic zone

* chronological pericd

* information needs and recent preservation activity

* reference bibliography

* method for involving the general and professional public
* mechanism for updating the context

= known and expected property types

* critetia for evaluating existing or expected property types
* goals and priorities for the context and property types

* distribution and potential distribution of expected property types

The Marshiand Cultural Resources Historic Context seeks to identify and describe the physical and
culiural environments associated with the Delaware River and its estuaries between 1830 and 1950. This
historic context explores the physical landscape that people created, and how that landscape was related
to their occupations and their dependence on the river and its marshes. The historic theme for the
context is marshland activity in the Coastal Zone of Delaware. The chronological period for the
investigation is 1830 - 1950 +/-. These three elements define the scope of research for the historic

context and are described in greater detail later in this chapter.
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Use of the Delaware Estuary marshes can be characterized by four distinct periods of subsistence
and commercial activity. The Marshland Historic Context focuses on the three most recent beriods of
activity.

* 1600 - 1830 +/-: Land reclamation for agriculture; fishing on a focal scale not intended for

market. Fur sales are active by the late 1700s.

* 1830 - 1850 +/-: Commercial fishing for market first appears; salt hay harvest, fur sales, and fand
reclamation for agriculture continue as important activities.

*1850 - 1910 +/-; Decline in the harvest of salt hay and marsh reclamation accompanied
by an increasing emphasis on large scale harvesting of fish and game for the urbanized
markets demanding exotic foods.

“1810 - 1950 +/-: Dedline in agriculiure and commercial fishing as viable sources of
income; hunting and fishing gain popularity as recreational activities.

The Delaware Estuary and its marshiands have served as a continual resource to the individuals
living within its proximity. Native Americans first harvested finfish, shellfish, turtle, waterfow! and other
game in the area.? When Eurcpean settlers arrived in the early 1600s, they also recognized the
tremendous wealth of resources that the estuary provided, and supplemented their diet with fish and
game. 2 Although these settlers may have sold their catch to a local store, large scale commercial fishing
was not attempted due to transportation fimitations; fur trading occurred only because the furs could be
easily transported to domestic and foreign markets. The Europeans spent their efforts on agricultural
production that succeeded because of soif and climatic conditions. In order to expand their yield of
agricultural products, the farmers harvested the salt hay and ditched and banked marshy areas to utilize
the fertile organic soil of the lowlands.

By the eighteenth century, watermen fished commercially and exported their goods to
Phitadelphia and Baltimore via boat. Port towns developed at the few points of fast land along the river.
These towns housed ship builders, captains and their crew members, fishermen, trappers, hunters and
the various occupations associated with a prosperous town--store keepers, merchants, doctors,
pharmacists, cobblers, and dressmakers among others. In these towns, agricultural goods, fish, and game
were packed for shipment to markets. Salt hay harvested in the numerous marshes and salt meadows was
used for packing these shipments and for insulating the ice used to cool the seatood. River towns were
thus areas of residence for some, but also places for the processing, exchange and export of agricultural

and maritime goods for townspeople and individuals fiving in the surrounding areas.

1 Tracey L. Bryant, and Jonathan R. Pennock, eds., The Delaware Estuary: Rediscovering A forgotien
Resource, Newark, Delaware; University of Delaware Sea Grant College Program, 1688 (p. 12).

2 Delaware Estuaty, p. 16.
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By the 1830s, oyster, shad, and sturgeon fishing were among the most lucrative endeavors for
Delaware Estuary residents. Overseas transportation improved so that sturgeon roe (caviar) was being
shipped to Russia, where it commanded high prices. Improved technology allowed for increased yields in
oyster and shad harvests. Commercial gunners harvested extremely large numbers of ducks, rail, and
other reedbirds. In the second half of the century, railroads further improved the market connections,
shortening the time between harvest and market. The numerous technological advances caused long-
term problems: machanical winches for hauling nets and the gasoline engine increased fish harvests; and
the cannon-like punt gun decimated wildfow! populations with the tremendous capacity of a single shot.
Increased pollution from the large cities, chemical run-off from agricultural operations, development along
the estuaries and marshes, and the destruction of fish habitat through dredging also adversely effected
the gquantity and quality of already threatened river resources.

The fishing and oystering industries each achieved minar comebacks from the drastic decline.
Legislation designed tc control overfishing was enacted and efforts to contro! pollution were attempted in
the larger cities. By the early twentieth century, the most prosperous times had passed for the river
towns, yet they continued to survive as communities where individuals’ lives were lied to the river and
marshes. Commercial fishermen continued their trade, but with fewer comrades and smaller catches.
Many no longer depended on fishing, oystering, or trapping as their sole source of financial support, but
only as a supplement to income and diet.

As the function of the river town diverged from that of being centered around life on the water,
many of the physical resources associated with a small shipping port and maritime-oriented town began io
change in function or disappear. Wharves and docks fell into disrepair. Boats that were no longer in use
were abandoned in the marsh or hauled inland and ieft to deteriorate; other fishing equipment was
permanently stored away or fell into disrepair. Stores, warehouses, and ship chandleries were modified to
meet mare current uses. Muskrat skinning shed and floating fishing cabins were modified for use as
sheds or miscellaneous other outbuildings. These changes significantly altered the appearance of the

landscape on which maritime and marshland activities had once been very prominent.
Elements of the Historic Context

Three major elements define the research in an historic context: historic themes, geographic
zone, and chronological period. Each of these elements provides limits te the material that will be
discussed in a particular context. The elements that characterize the limitations of the Marshland Historic

Context are described betow.
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Historic Themes

Marshiand activity along the Delaware River has revolved around three of the historic themes
identified by the Delaware Plan: Agriculture, Trapping & Hunting, and Fishing & Oystering. Based on
these activities and historic themes, the Marshland Histaric Context identifies physical and associative
praperty types that can be linked to the specific activities of agricutture, trapping and hunting, or fishing
and oystering. Physical property types are those properties that are linked to an activity by physical
characteristics such as “structural forms, architectural styles, building materials or site types.” Associative
property types are linked by “events, activities, specific individuals, groups or the kind of information a
resource may yield.”3 Through research, the Marshland Historic Context identifies extant structures built
during the time period, as well as those that may not have survived; the context also discusses the
projected survival rate and pattern of reuse in buildings.

Agriculture. Agriculture as a theme is defined as the production of crops for tood or as raw
materials for manufacturing industries. Specifically, this context deals with the production of sait hay in the
marshes to be used for packing material and rope making. [n addition, this context will discuss the
reclamation of the marshes for general agricultural uses through ditching, drathing, and diking.

Trapping & Hunting. As defined by the Delaware Plan, the theme of Trapping & Hunting

inciudes

the taking of naturaily occurring animals and fow! for fur, feathers, food, and other uses.
This theme includes resources representing commercial endeavors specific to the taking
of all game and the management of game stocks. Many of these activities are carried on
for either commercial production or sporting purposes.4

For the purposes of this context, trapping and hunting will include activities such as muskrat trapping,
water fowl hunting, and turtle trapping. All of these activities were undertaken tor commercial, sporting,
and sustenance reasons.

Fishing & Oystering. As defined by the Delaware Plan, Fishing & Oystering includes

the taking of naturally occurring fish and shellfish for fertilizer, food, and other uses. This
theme also includes aspects of mariculture and game management , related o the
cultivation and maintenance of naturally occurring fauna for commercial and resource
conservation purposes. Fisheries are subdivided into operations related to finfish,
shellfish, whale products, and miscellaneous marine products.s

3 Delaware Plan, p. 24,

4 Detaware Plan, p. 25.

5 Delaware Plan, p. 26.
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This context will discuss fishery activity that occurred close to the shore, including the taking of shad and
sturgeon; crabbing is omitted since major commercial activity began only relatively recently. The offshore
fisheries and oystering are also omitted from the context .
Geographic Zone

The geographical area of the Marshland Historic Context is a portion of the Coastal Zaone (Figure
1). By definition, the Coastal Zone

encompasses the coastline of Delaware and extends out to the three-mile limit ar the

state fine on the water side; on the inland side, it reaches to the head of navigation...The

zone boundary is not a line running parallel 1o the coastline, but also includes the land in

the immediate vicinity of a river or stream up to the head of navigation.8
This historic context focuses on that section of the Coastal Zone which includes the marsh along the
riverfront and the rivers and streams that feed into the Delaware estuary, specifically in the section along
the Delaware coast from Wilmington south to Lewes.

The Delawars River is the marine body that begins in the “upper drainage basin in Pennsylvania,
New Jersey, and southern New York."? This fresh water flows some 200 miles to the mouth of the
Defaware estuary, which is marked by the fali line just above Trenton, New Jersey. The estuary extends
southward another 75 miles to the mouth of the Delaware Bay where it meets the Atlantic Ocean. The
entrance to the bay is marked by Cape Henlopen at Lewes, Delaware, on the west and Cape May, New
Jersey on the east. The entire estuary is controlled by the tides and a 50 mile portion of the river above
the fall line is “influenced by the tidal currents that move upstream through the mouth of the bay.™ While
the water above the fall line is fresh, the estuary contains “four trillion galions of brackish to salty water,’®
which varies in salinity depending upon rainfall, winds, and the controfled release of water into the river.
Water supplying the river has two major sources: 1) indirect runcff through the rivers of the drainage
system; and 2} direct runofi from the land or marshes. These fluctuations in salinity mean that finfish and
shelflfish inhabiting the river must be capable of adapting to the changing conditions in order to survive.

The Delaware estuary as a whole is relatively shallow, making navigation along the river and bay a

difficult and dangerous activity. To accommodate shipping vessels, the river is dredged to a depth of thirty

& Delaware Plan, p. 35.

7 Delaware Estuary, p. 43.

8 Delaware Estuary, p. 43.

9 Delaware Estuary, p. 43.
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foat between Tranton and Philadelphia and a depth of forty feet south of Philadelphia. ¢ Areas of the
Delaware Bay around Lewes are only twelve feet in depth, and various shoals make passage through this
area impossible without the guidance of pilot boats, which have assisted ships through the Delaware
estuary to Philadelphia since the late 17060s,11

The river is also marked by the presence of extensive tidal marshland in the shallow areas near the
shore (Figures 2 and 3). There are approximately 98,800 acres of marsh on the Delaware shoreline.
These marshes can vary from less than fifty feet in width to more than two miles at different locations. A
tidal marsh can be defined very simply “as an area of grasses, sedges, rushes, and other plants that have
adapted to continual, periodic flooding.”2 The two major topographical features found in a tidal marsh,
other than the grass and reed-covered flats, are creeks and pans. The creeks tend to wind back and forth
in giant s-curves; over time, their courses may change significantly. Pans are bare spots in the marsh that
contain no vegetation as yet. The marshes contain a wide variety of grasses, including traditional marsh
hay, cattails, and phragmites. These grasses support otter, muskrats, and other small rodents. Like the
river, the marshes play an impartant role in the economic livelihood of the inhabitants of the river towns.

As part of the development of this historic context , detailed studies were undertaken of three
villages in which fishing, trapping, and other maritime activity have been central to the economic vitality of
the town. Leipsic (Little Creek Hundred, Kent County), Little Creek {Little Creek Hundred, Kent County),
and Port Penn (St. Georges Hundred, New Castle County) were chosen for this purpose because prior
research was available in the form of comprehensive cultural resource survey and nominations to the
National Register of Historic Places. These nominations serve as a basis for the identification of prominent
cultural resources and as a guide 1o the property types that have previously been omitied from the written
record.

Leipsic. Known as Fast Landing until 1814, Leipsic is located in Little Creek Hundred, Kent
County, on the south side of the Leipsic River along Route 9. The original town was proposed sometime
after 1723, when a tract of land known as “Weald” was purchased by James Geno, George Geno, and
Jacob Stout; the current Tayout was not achieved until the early nineteenth century.3® The port first

10 Deglaware Estuary, p. 43.
11 Delaware Estuary, p. 45.
12 Delaware Estuary, p. 95.

13 Scharf, Thomas J., History of Delaware 1609-1888, Philadelphia: L.J. Richards & Company, 1888 (p.
1121). :



background is the Ashton House, built circa 1705 and listed on the National Register of

View of salt marsh east of Route 8 in the vicinity of Port Penn. The building in the
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Muskrat “house” and marsh, southern New Castle County, circa 1929. This clearly shows

the nature of a marsh prior to the introduction of phragmites.
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gained its fama in the Delaware fur trade, and by the 1830s the port had bacome very prosperous as a
shipping point for lumber, grain and oysters. 14 Three major thoroughfares established the structure of
the town: Front and Lombard streets ran parallel to the river, and Main Street extends south out of town
from the intersection of Front and Lombard. Leipsic became a major shipping point for furs, agricultural
products (grain, produce, sait hay), and oysters. The town contained a weli-established population of
craftsmen and commetrcial workers, as well as day laborers and farmers.

Little Creek. Little Creek is also located in Little Creek Hundred, Kent County, seven miles
south of Leipsic on Route 9. Originally known as Little Creek Landing, the town forms the first fast landing
for navigation on the Little River. Developed in the mid-sighteenth century, the town was laid out as a line
town oriented on a north-south axis. The town was founded as a “trading point and shipping location for
agricultural and maritime produce harvested in the area. By 1887, the main business of Little Creek
Landing was ‘dealing in oysters' and the harvest of marsh hay for use in iron castings, livestock feed, rope
making and packing.”15 Narth of Little Creek is Port Mahon, a natural harbor and home to much of
Delaware’s fleet of oyster boats. Oyster trade had become important by 1888, when it was estimated that
over $150,000 and 75 boats were invested in oystering in the Little Creek area.16 By the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, Little Creek was home to a substantial community of watermer, as well as
day laborers and farmers. Much of the land surrounding this town, west of the marsh, was involved in
agriculture.

Port Penn. Port Penn is located in St. Georges Hundred, New Castle County, south of the
Chesapeake and Delaware Canal and directly on the riverfront. The town was settled by Dutch and

Cnglish immigrants as early as the 1640s, but it was David Stewart’s vision of a new city on the Delaware in

the 1750s that resulted in the town's formal setflement. Stewart saw promise in Port Penn’s location as an
excellent harbor and he hoped that it would rival the ports of Wilmington and Philadelphia. in reality, Port
Penn played a small role in regionai commerce and evolved as a village that serviced the immediate
countryside. It also developed into a town oriented around the water and trade. While it never achieved

the status Stewart envisioned, it continued to survive as a port community that supported the surrounding

farm country.

14 Scharf, p. 1121.
15 "Historic Resources of Leipsic and Little Creek,” a National Register of Historic Places nomination.

16 Scharf, p. 1120.
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Chronological Period

The chronological period for the Marshland Cultural Resources Context is 1830 - 1950 +/-. This
period was chosen because of the economic importance of maritime activity during the time. Prior to
1830, fishing, trapping, crabbing, oystering, and other marsh activities occurred primarily for individual
dietary supplement. Beginning in the 1830s, these activities began to take on a more commercial aspect.
Delaware's coastal fishery developed as a collection of individually run operations economically directed
toward regional food markets. From Wilmington south to the inland bays a strong water-oriented tradition
took hold with watermen working a seasonal round of oystering, clamming, trapping, pound netting,
seining, trot lining, and market gunning. These activities continued to have a major place in the state’s
economy through the early twentieth century, when the decline of the yeariy catch prompted regulatory
controls. While maritime activity continues in the marsh even today, it is on a much smaller scale than it was
during its heyday in the nineteenth century. This historic context will discuss the growth and decline of

the in-shore fishery in the Delaware estuary during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 7
Methodology

This historic context was developed using several types of sources and methodologies. These
included field work, archival research, oral history, and secondary sources. Each of these factors played
an important role in assuring the completion of a fully-developed historic context.

Field Work

One of the first tasks was to examinc the existing National Register nominations for the three
study areas, Leipsic, Little Creek, and Port Penn. This was followed by a field examination of the buildings
still standing in the towns to see what had been overlooked by the nominations. From this initial field work,
a preliminary set of property types was compiled.

Primary and Secondary Sources

A comprehensive bibliography of sources, both primary and secondary, was collected and
reviewed. A refarence bibliography on marshiand topics can be found at the end of this document Some
of the most valuable resources included a National Register of Historic Places histaric district nomination
for Port Penn and a muiltiple resource nomination for Leipsic and Little Creek that provided general history
about the towns and information about the surviving architectural resources. The Defaware Estuary:

17 This context will not deal with the open-water fisheries, oystering, or crabbing. Open-water fisheries
constitute a separate historic context by themseives, with specific historic resources that differ from those
discussed in this context. The scope o this project was designed to clearly distinguish between the resources
associated with inshore and open-water fisheries. Oystering has been dealt with in sufficient detail in the
Naticnal Register nomination, “Historic Resources of Leipsic and Little Creek,” including the nomination of three
oyster schooners. Crabbing, as a commercial activity, did not become prominent in Delaware until atter 1950, the
end date ot this historic context.
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Rediscovering A Forgotten Resource documented technical information about the tandscape, particularly
the marshes and the wildlife. The manuscript population census for 1870 through 1920 allowed a
detailed analysis of population and accupational trends in Leipsic and Port Penn. Beer's Allas of Delaware
for 1868 was used to identify names and locations of residences and businesses. The Delaware County
Republican, published from 1883 to 1895, served as a guide to publicized information and services.
Paintings by Thomas Eakins illustrated various activities taking place on the Delaware River, from racing to
fishing.
Oral History

Oral histories with local residents yielded turther information about the processes involved in
various marshland activities, as well as physical and cultural features of the marsh landscape. Particularly
useful were those histories gathered in 1979 as part of the National Register nomination of the Littie
Creek and Leipsic Multiple Resource Area. The information gatheted in these interviews pertains primarily
to the marshland history of the twentieth century. Since documentary evidence before this time period is
minimal, the interviews have been an important primary source. Although the whole of the information
cannot be applied to marshiand activity that took place in the nineteenth century, the oral histories can
shed light on traditional marshland activities, many of which originated in the nineteenth century.
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ll. Traditional Economic Activities on the Delaware River

The marshland economy depended on a series of traditional activities tied to the natural resources
of the water and the marsh. These seasonal activities generated a variety of specific functional and
associative property types including boats, floating cabins, net drying racks, and the marshes in which
muskrat were trapped. This chapter characterizes each of the traditional activities related to the marsh and
its fisheries and describes the particular property types related to that activity.

Seasonal Work on the Marsh and Water

Lite on the water required an adaptability to changes that came with the seasons. To ensure a
relatively steady income, watermen had to master a knowledge of the natural and biological patterns of
fish, muskrats, waterfow!, and the marsh. This knowledge came from experience and from oral tradition
among the watermen. By making full use of the seasonal changes in the river, bay, and marsh, a waterman
couid stay busy in a year-long cycle of activities.

I'd trap from the first of December till the tenth of March-on the inside marsh untii the
twentieth. Soon as this was done you started rock fishing or net fishing on through Aprit;
then when the shad hit you shad fished; then when the shad were done you went on
down the Delaware Bay crabbing. We also used to sell eel through the Fall...We used to
go to Mahon's [Port Mahon] and, weil, as the water got cool about the middle of
September, in a cabin-boat...and fish the creeks and ditches and bring them eels back
alive and sefl them to the buyers from New York..that was our Christmas money. 18

In addition to these aclivities the waterman also fished for sturgeon in the spring and early summer,
snapping turtles (or turkels) in June, July, and August, and carp in the winter months, and gunned wildfow!
in the fall and early winter (Figure 4). With the various requirements of each occupation developed a
specialized material culture: the construction of boats, knitting of nets and fykes, and use of traps, decoys,
and guns are all vital and significant facets of the region's maritime culture. Both the fabors of the seasonal
cycle and its complementary matetial hetitage may be grouped under three major headings; fishing,
trapping, and hunting or gunning. .

During each of the seasons, certain activities took place depending upon the natural cycle (and
fegal reguiations.) Commercial fishing began in March and continued into June, when party boats of
fishermen would be taken out on pieasure trips. Party boat fishing continued through August, employing
a captain and crew to assist the clients. From March through September, the marsh was burned and hay

18 Interview with Carl Morris, Port Penn, January 1976, Bernard Hermman and David G. Orr.
13
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Figure 4: “Seasonal Activities on the Bay and Marsh.” The sequence and types of activities
recorded in the New Jersey Pinelands carry over to Delaware's historic marshiand culture.
Source: Mary Hufford, Pinelands Folklife, p. 117.
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was harvested and cured. Eels were caught from April to July; snappering or turtiing occurred from April to
early September. From mid-May to mid-June seed oysters were transpianted to the growth beds. Crab
pots were set in July and August; clamming occurred primarily in July. During the winter months of
September through March, shelifish were harvested, particularly oysters. From September through
December, local men would guide waterfowlers in hunting expeditions as well as doing their own hunting.
In Delaware, rail, goose, and duck were the birds of choice for hunters. Starting in November, fishing
began again for flounder, herring, perch, catfish, carp, and rockfish. Muskrat frapping in ponds and tidal
marshes was also important from November through March. These activifies were also intermixed with

repair and construction of equipment.
Fishing

The Delaware River and Bay consist of the marine enviranment that begins in the “upper drainage
basin in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and southern New York”19 and flows south toward the Atlantic Ocean.
The entrance to the bay is marked by Cape Henlopen at Lewes, Delaware, on the west and Cape May,
New Jersey on the east. The area of primary concetn for this study is that along the Delaware coast from
Wilmington south to Lewes. The Delaware River is relatively shallow and is dredged fo aflow the passage
of large ships to the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal and to Philadelphia. An abundance of wetland
marshes line much of the river, allowing few ports to be located directly on the river.

Fishing was a popular and profitable endeavor for residents along the Delaware River. The river
held an abundance of sturgeon and shad, the two most important species to the fishing industry. In
addition, crabs, oysters, and turtles were gathered. Many property types were associated with the fishing
industry: large boats powered by sail or by motor; wharves and docks; floating fishing cabins; fish houses;
fish stands; and the boats, nets, drying racks, and other equipment used in fishing.

Fishing was traditionally carried on through the deployment of gill nets, seines and fykes in the
channels cutting through the marsh. While knitting and hanging net and the fashioning of fykes for
snapping turties, catfish and eels were formerly carried out by the fisherman himself, these implements are
now purchased with increasing frequency from outside manutacturers and constructed of wire mesh and
synthetic fiber lines, rather than cotton or linen fibers.

The Delaware River and Bay support a variety of fish that are important to the economy of the area.
Finfish, characterized by fins, scales, gills, and a backbone, are the most widely harvested resource along
the river. The finfish are divided into three groups based on their habitat--freshwater, estuarine, or marine--

and behavior, specifically their spawning location. Anadromous species of fish travel from a marine

19 Delaware Estuary, p. 43.
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environment up a river to spawn, while the catadromous species of fish travel down the river to spawn.20
Freshwater finfish live in the fresh nontidal and fresh tidal regions of the estuary and inciude gars, carp and
catfish. Estuarine finfish live in the brackish and saline areas of the estuary and tidal wetiands, and include
the mummichog, Atliantic silverside, and Bay anchovy. Marine finfish depend on the estuary for part of
their life cycles, primarily as a nursery ground for their young; these inciude the weakfish, biuefish,
flounder and menhaden.21 While various types of fish were important to the tishing industry on the
Delaware River, this historic context focuses on the American shad and sturgeon because of their
prominent place in commercial fishing.

Shad and Sturgeon

The American shad (Alosa sapidissima) is “one of the largest and most valuable members of the
herring family.” The fish grows to a length up to 24 inches and averages a weight of 5 pounds. Aithough it
is found afi along the Atlantic coast, it is most abundant in the Delmarva area where catches in the late
1890s ranged from 9 to 19 million pounds annually.22

The shad is an anadromous fish, living as an adult in the Atiantic Ocean and refurning to the
Delaware river to spawn. From late April through early June, the main spawning run occurs. During this
time, the female shad will lay 20 to 150 thousand eggs, which will hatch in 2 1o 15 days. The young shad
are believed to spend their first winter in the protected bays and estuaries before making their first journey
to the Atlantic Ocean. The fish reaches maturity at the age of 3-5 years, at which time it retumns to the
Delaware River in order to repeat the life cycle process.

Shad was fished commercially as a food saurce. The fish provided two popular dishes: the fish
and its roe. During the season, which ran from March 1o June, events known as shad plankings occurred.
The cleaned shad were cut in half along the backbone and placed with the fleshy side out on planks
traditionaily made of oak. The ﬁsh'was secured to the plank with strips of window screen or other metal
that were tacked on the back side of the plank. A more sophisticated form of securing the fish required a
more complex plank with various nails that formed a pattem to allow the fish to be laced to the piank, much
like a shoe lace. The planks were then propped about fwo feet from an open fire and allowed to cook for
approximately an hour and a half, depending on the heat of the fire. Some planks were tashioned so that
they could be turned over, creating a more evenly cooked fish. Seasoning for the fish was limited to salt,

pepper, butter, and occasionally paprika. Fresh asparagus, “new” potatoes, rhubarb, and sometimes

20 Delaware Estuary, p. 71.

21 Delaware Estuary, p. 71.

22 Delaware Estuary, p. 71.
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snapper soup and cucumber satad completed the traditional meal served at a shad planking.23

Fishing for shad took place in the Delaware River and at the mouths of the many tributaries where
the shad spawned. A skiff large enough to hold one or two men and the drift nets were the required tools
(Figure 5). The men fished during the tides for a period of about eleven hours. If a fisherman worked an
area of the river that was close to his home, he retumed there after a day’s work. 1f not, he livedin a
temporary home called a floating cabin untii the next period of work. Teams of four fishermen often
worked together in the floating communities so that a single boat would be used continuously. One half
of the team would work the first shift until the tide changed, while the other half of the team slept. The
teams would then trade off for the second change of the tides. Inthe floating cabin communities, the
day's catch was sold to [ay boats that came from Philadelphia twice daily with the changes in the tide.24 For
boats returning to port, the catch may have been soid to a similar lay boat at a specified meeting point or
taken into port and iced for shipment to Wilmington, Philadelphia, or other markets.

The Atlantic sturgeon (Acipenser oxyrhynchus) is a large bony fish that is characterized by its
extreme size and weight. On‘ce found in lengths up fo 18 feet, the fish has decreased in size to an
average of 12 feet for females and a maximum of 7 feet for males. Like the shad, the anadromous
sturgeon lives in the Atlantic Ocean and comes up the Delaware River to spawn in the area around
Philadelphia during May and June. The female sturgeon can produce from 110 2.5 million egys, which
hatch in about one week. The sturgeon fry are thought to spend the first year in fresh water, after which
time they migrate to the sea. Once they reach sexual maturity at a length of about 4 feet, they return to the
river in order to fay eggs.25

Sturgeon fishing has had variable success in the Delaware River. In 1887 the Delaware sturgeon
catch reached 3 million pounds of fish.28 The sturgeon gained popularity during the early 1900s when the
eqggs (roe) of the female fish were eaten as caviar. From 1897 to circa 1922, the price of the roe increased
from $0.30 per pound to $3.50 per pound. Poliution and over-fishing caused a decline in the catch;
jegisiation was passed to siow the deciine and the population again rose.27 Unlike other types of fishing

where the whole catch is considered important, sturgeon fishing is successful with the catch of a female

23 Telephone interview with Jim Waddington, Aprii 1893, Caroline Fisher.
" 24 Telephone interview with Jim Waddington, April 1993, Caroline Fisher.

25 Delaware Estuary, p. 72.

26 “The Search for Sturgeon,” in Outdoor Delaware, p. 4.

27 Chapter 4 contains & more extensive discussion of the effacts of over-fishing and the legislation used
to bring the fish population back.
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Figure 5: Carl Morris and Joe Churchman fishing for carp in Appoguinimink Creek, Odessa vicinity,
New Castle County, January 1976. Carl Morris mans the oars of his home-built bateaux.
Note the sculling oar and net in the stern. Photo by Bernard Herman.
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fish that is carrying roe. Often exceading a hundred pounds per fish, the roe was harvested and sold as
caviar (Figure 8). During the 1800s, the roe was packaged and shipped to Europe where it was in high
demand, resulting in high prices and good profits for the fishermen.

Sturgeon were fished with nets having a large mesh that would entrap the head of the sturgeon
(Figure 7). The net was “layed off” across the current of the water to drift up or down the river tide. While
waiting for the tide to tumn, the fishermen would tend the nets, checking for snarls in the net or catches.
The most profitable time to fish was about an hour before the tide stopped running because this was
when the sturgeon were most active. The fishing process was repeated three times a day.28

Sturgeon "meat” was also used as a food source. In 1865 a Russian immigrant and a German
immigrant, each living in Pennsylvania, ran sturgeon farms. On the Russian’s farm, he placed sturgeon
caught live by his fishermen

in a pen of enclosure, built expressly for the purpose, at the edge taken and kilied as the
butcher kills his cattle, whenever they are wanted. The fish is then skinned, and the meat,
nicely prepared, is...taken in the steamer to Philadelphia, and from thence to New York,
where it is sold under the name of ‘Albany beef.” The meat is coarse grained and oily, and
is, by no means, a savory dish to those unused to it. The head is used for making oil. The
roe of the female sturgeon is put up in tin cans for the French, German and Russian
markets, and is used as a relish, to some extent in this country by ‘gourmands.’ 29

The German performed the same type of process at his focation on the Chester Creek.
According to an 1867 article on his manufactory, both farms were in existence at the same time. “Quite an
extensive business has been carried on by the proprietor during the past two years. The season lasts
from the middle of March until the first of July, or a littie fater.” In addition to producing oil, caviar, and
‘Albany beef,’ this operation was also invalved in the salting and smoking of the meat.30
Property Types

Boats. The wooden fishing boat served as the base of all commercial and recreational fishing
operations. The largest of these hoats was the schooner (Figure 8), which was first powered by sail and
later adapted to the gasoline engine upon its introduction in the 1910s. The following provides the most
insighttul definition of a schogner and the relationship of the general vessel type to variations found on
the Dejaware:

The schooner is a vessel built to carry gafi-headed, fore-and-aft-rigged sails on two or
more masts. The galfs, which extend the top of the sail out from the mast, give the sails a
four-sided rather than triangular shape; smaller triangular sails, called jibs or headsails, are

28 "Sturgeon Fishing: Port Penn on the Delaware, 1966-67." A tilm produced by the Port Penn Historical
Society.

29 Delaware County Republican, 2 June 1865,

30 Delaware County Republican, 5 July 1867,
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Figure 6:

“A Trio of Sturgeons taken at Caviar, on the Delaware River, in New Jersey. The Sturgeon
fishery has been so intense as to make the taking of these fine fish to-day a comparatively
rare occurrence. The largest one faken this year measured 10 feet 3 inches long,
weighed 450 pounds belore being dressed, and yielded 103 pounds of roe. With the
meat selling for 50 cents a pound and the roe for $2.75, the fish brought $350." Note the
incision from which the roe was taken. Source: National Geographic Magazine, 1923, p.
574.
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Figure 7:

Bob Beck and Carl Morris of Port Penn with netted sturgeon, circa 1960. Photo: Bob
Beck collection.

21
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Figure 8: Jerssy schooner under sail on the Delaware Bay. “The Old Schooner Grover Cleveland,
built by Rice and Brothers in 1890s.” From Donald H. Rolf, Under Sail: The Dredgeboats
of Defaware Bay {1871) p. 18.
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carried forward of the first mast, or foremast. Because the rig was relatively easy to handle,
the schooner quickly gained currency after its initial development in early eighteenth-
century America from English and European prototypes. Small schooners could be run
by a crew of two or three; the craft was particularly well suited to working along coastlines,
although schooners were also designed for longer oceangoing voyages as well as
coastwise freighting and fishing trips.

Numerous local variations of the schooner form--hull and rig--began to appear in the
eighteenth century and were further refined and developed during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Local hull types, such as the Jersey oyster schooner, were designed
to meet prevailing conditions of tide, depth of water, and wind as well as the demands of a
particular service. The vessel developed in South Jersey was a regional, or local,
expression of the national schooner type. It was a beamy, heavy, centerboard vessel
suited 1o the strong tides and shoal waters of Delaware Bay. The Jersey schooners were
built as oystering vessels from before the mid nineteenth century through the 1920s.
They ranged in size from about 60 feet long to over 100 feet on the keel. Over the
decades, the design and dimensions were altered slightly, but the basic hull
characteristics remained the same.31

The schooner was the largest of the fishing vessels used in the Detaware and was used in large
scale fishing operations and in oystering. Under sail, the schooner was solely dependant upon the wind,
often drifting after nets had been dropped into the ocean. The gasoline engine allowed boats to remain
stationary with the nets, definitely the preferred method. Over time, the schooners were often renovated
with the addition of cabins on deck (Figure 9). Originally, these cabins were built very low, only two to
three feet above the deck; later, with the conversion to engines, larger wheelhouses were built.

Smaller boats used in fishing were the bateau, the shad skiff, the Delaware tuck-up, and the hiker,
which was also used far racing {Figure 10). There are no known surviving examples of the Delaware tuck-
up. The bateau is “a flat-bottomed boat with raked bow and stern, flared sides, [and] a strong sheer and
rockered bottom” (Figure 11).32 The bateau was particularly useful when navigating in shallow water
because of the flat bottom. Carl Morris explained the laying out and building of a bateau:

You just figure out what you want for your width and your length. | take two pieces and
cut them the height | want them for the sides. Well, your stem--pull your stern in where
you want it and pull a line around to hold it and nail your stern through the center of your
stem--twist it to make sure she's even on both sides. Lay your bottom plywood right on
top of that and work it and cut it and put it on there...33

31 Anne E. Witty, “Comshuckers™ and “Sandsnipes”. The Oystering Schooners of Delaware Bay (Newark:
University of Delaware MA thesis, 1984) 7-9.

32 Peter Barlis with Mary Hufford, Maritime Folklife Resources: A Directory and Index, American Folklife
Center, No. 5, 1980, from glossary.

33 Interview with Carl Morris, Port Penn, January 1976, Bemard L. Herman and David G. Orr.
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sails and the addition of the cabin behind the main mast {circa 1920}. Photo: private
collection {anonymous), Fairton, New Jersey.

l Figure 9: Jersey schooner at anchor, Port Norris vicinity, New Jersey. Note the practice of drying
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Figure 10: “Sailboat Racing on the Delaware,” oil on canvas by Thomas Eakins (1874). These small
“skitfs” were also part of the “Hooter Fleet™--a “small oyster tonging fleet.” {Donald H. Ralf,
Under Sail: The Dredgeboats of Delaware Bay, 1971 p. 61). Source: Delaware Estuary,
p. 128.
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Figure 11: Bateau at rest, Odessa vicinity, New Castle County {January 1976). A modem example of
a traditional boat type common to the marshlands. This bateau is constructed from
plywood and dimension-sawn fumber. Photo by Bernard Herman.
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An earlier type of bateau had a bottom that was completed with a series of lapped planks running across
the beam of the boat and nailed into place at the base of the gunwales and caulked (Figure 12). Brass
skids were also frequently nailed to the exterior of the bottom to facilitate poling the craft across ice in the
winter. While it seems a flat bottomed boat would be more difficult to flip than a round hulled one, and
subsequently mote stable as a work boat, this was not the case according to Mr. Morris, "No, it's just an
idea--ditterent way, different people, | guess." Variations within individual construction techniques and
boat forms support this impression. While most of the smaller boats used in Port Penn and Odessa were
built with flush boarded bulwarks, a number were also "clinker" built, that is with lapped plank sides.

A third type of boat, the shad skiff, was also built and used in the area although there are no
known surviving Delaware examples of such craft that date in construction to their heyday of use (Figures
13 and 14). A skiff is “a small working boat with a centerboard and spritsail which is rowed and sometimes
guided by the oarsman’s shifting his weight.34 Used in shad fishing, shad skiffs were built in Penn's
Grove and Salem, Salem County, New Jersey, directly across the Delaware River from New Castle County,
by individual boatwrights who charged approximately ten dollars per foot in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Round hulled with a pronounced keel and flattened stern, the shad skiffs were
equipped with false bottoms and powered, at first, by oar and sails, and later by motor.

To be considered significant in relation to this historic context, fishing boats should 1) possess
the general form associated with the particular type of vessel as described above; 2) be of woaden
construction; and 3) have documented evidence of use on the Delaware River or its estuaries.
Documentation of use may be derived from oral histories, photographs, or written sources.

To determine significance, vessels should be inspected carefully with special note taken of form,
materials, and construction. Efforts should be made to identity the date of construction and piace of otigin
and/or use of the boat.  Any alteration in form should be noted along with the reason for such change;
alteration shoutd not disqualify a vessel from eligibility since boats were often adapted to accommodate
various uses. As long as the change was related to the boat’s historic use, the change is acceptable.

n s

Fishing cabins. Fishing cabins, also known as “floating cabins,” “cabin scows,” “fisherman'’s
houses,” “house boats,” “shad boat-houses,” and “river cabins, ™5 were a part of the equipment used in
commercial fishing. A floating cabin was a one or two-room watermen’s house built on a shallow-draught
hull (Figures 15 and 16). At one time, many were anchored in the marshes and tidal meadows of the

Delaware estuary wetlands. A basic one-room plan (with a single two-room example) is shared by alt of the

34 Maritime Foiklife Resources: A Directory and Index, glossary.

) 35 Natalie Peters, Floating Cabins on the Delaware River, an unpublished thesis (University of Delaware,
1993) 1.
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Figure 12: Clinker-huilt or raked shad skiff on the Delaware circa 1915. Note the two man crew with
one manning the oars and the second beginning to feed out the net at the marker buoy.
Compare this view o Figure 5. Phato: private collection (anonymous), Bacon’s Neck,
New Jersey.
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Figure 13: Shad skiff “land down” in the marsh. Several diagnostic features are visible including the

heart shaped transom, ribbed construction, hole in the forward thwart for stepping the

mast, and centerboard well (early 20th century}. Photo: Port Penn interpretive Center

collection.
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temporary dock, uppet left. Photo: Port Penn Interpretive Center collection.

Figure 14: Shad skiff moored at Port Penn {early 20th century}. in addition to the four shad skiffs,
the photograph includes a bateau, lower left, and what appears to be a floating cabin with



Traditional Activities 31

Figure 15: Floating fishing cabin, circa 1930-40, set on pilings, Elsinboro vicinity, Salem County,
New Jersey. Constructed late in the history of floating cabins, this example may have
been purpose built more for recreation than commercial fishing. The structure has been
saved and re-outfitted in the Salem area. Photo: 1992, David Ames.
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Figure 16:
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Floating cabin recorded at Liston Point, New Castle County, Delaware. The slightly
bowed roof, stove pipe, and single window are all common features. This fipating cabin
has been moved and renovated as an exhibit at the Port Penn Interpretive Center.
Center for Historic Architecture and Engineering HABS drawing: Johanna McBrien, Meg
Watson and Leslie Bashman, 1982.
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examples still standing today; oral history confirms the frequency of & two-room plan type as well. The
convention for either type is rectangular in shape, usvally with a door or window at each end. Typically the
front is more finished; one surviving cabin exhibits a small landing for easier entrance and exit only at the
front of the cabin. The windows are approximately two feet square and slide horizontally in a side sash.
This feature is particularly helpful in identifying possible surviving buildings when other, more definitive,
characteristics have disappeared.36

Floating cabins were used as temporary residences for the shad fishermen throughout the fishing
season in the creeks of the Delaware estuary until the early 1920s. Unlike typical houseboats, floating
cabins have no engine or other means of self-propulsion. Located on all four corners of the scow-like hulil
of the floating cabins are metal rings approximately three inches in diameter {Figure 17). When it was
necessary to move the cabin from one location to anather, a rope was drawn through the front two rings
and affixed to the back of a craft that would then tow the cabin to its new location. The rings were also
used to stake the cabins in place during the fishing season. Since the Delaware River had a six-foot tide, it
was necessary for the cabins fo be moored in such a way that they could rise and fall easily with the water.
This was accomplished by driving long poles into the river battom through either the rings themselves or
rope loops attached to the rings, allowing easier movement with the tide.

Floating cabins were placed seésonally on the creeks of the Delaware estuary by the local
fishermen who sought to maximize the efficiency of the low-powered or man-powered fishing skiffs they
employed in their trade. From this location it was possible to net shad and other ocean-dwelling fish as
they returned to their natural freshwater streams to spawn. Untii the early 1920s when pollution in the
estuary drove most of the local fishermen out of business, the continued survival of the fishery depended
on the waterman’s ability to spend every possible moment on the river during the limited fishing period.
The floating cabins enabled the men to avoid time-consuming twice-daily trips from their homes to the
fishing grounds.

Modest in appearance and size, the cabins rarely evidenced any superfluous decorative trim or
adornment. Equipped with two, or sometimes four, bunks and a wood or off stove, the cabins housed two
ta four men and provided a place for the men to rest, cook, and eat after a hard day on the river. Cabins
were staked in groups at the mouths of the creeks that feed the Delaware estuary, sometimes as many as
a hundred or more in each creek, creating “floating communities” (Figures 18 and 19). The close proximity
of the cabins gave the men added security during inclement weather and difficult times.

The cabins were generally owned by one fisherman who employed on or more other men--
depending on the size of his cabin--who would reside with the owner in the cabin during the fishing

season. When the fishing season ended, the watermen would continue to work together to make a living

36 Material for this section is excerpted from Floating Cabins on the Delaware River by Natalie Peters.
The complete text appears in full as an appendix to this context.
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Figure 17: Maoring rings at corner of Elsinboro floating cabin (See Figure 15). Floating cabins were
moored or “staked” in the marsh by hand driving cedar stakes through the moaoring rings
and into the marsh bottom. Photo: 1992, David Ames.
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Figure 18: Floating cabin community on the New Jersey side of the Delaware River (early twentieth
century). At the height of shad fishing season in early spring, fishermen brought their
floating cabins and shad skitfs together in temporary communities. Lined up in street
tashion, this community of cabins inciuded wharves and other amenities, suggesting the
sita was reoccupied on an annual basis. Photo: Clem Sutton collection.
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Figure 19: Floating cabin and shad skiff on the Delaware (early twentieth century). Represented
herg is the basic working consteliation of the shad fishery: skiff, cabin and wharf. Photo:
Bob Beck collection.
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from the wetlands by hunting water fowl and trapping muskrats and other marsh game, often using their
floating cabins as a base of operations.

Boat construction and repair. Boat building was typically an effort carried out by the
individual waterman in consort with fellow friends or neighbors familiar with the craft; some buying, sefling,
and trading was carried on in the community. Most boats made in Delaware were small--bateaux, trapping
boats, and rowboats--and were built in a shed, barn or yard. The Delaware ducker was constructed in the
Philadelphia area, and shad fishermen obtained their skiffs from craftsmen on the New Jersey side of the
river.37 One Little Creek resident reveals that some boats were constructed at a location specified by the
captain of the boat, as opposed to construction in a ship yard. In some cases, the actual construction was
accomplished by itinerant boatbuilders.8 She also confirms that smaller vessels were often constructed
by local craftsmen/watermen for their personal use. The art of boat building was often passed through the
family from father to son. Craftsmen maintained different styles of workmanship. Waterman and boat-
builder Bob Beck reports that his father could look at a beat and recognize the craftsman based on the
distinctive style of the boat.

According to photographic evidence, the primary property types associated with boat
construction were the large workshops and boat yards (Figure 20). Workshops were one-stary frame
buildings constructed with high ceilings to accommaodate the scaffolding necessary to hold the boat under
construction and to allow access to all sides of the boat. Generally, these workshops contained numerous
windows to allow maximum naturai light during construction. One of the gable ends of the shop was
constructed to allow a wide opening that the finished product could be moved through. A final feature of
these work spaces was the scaffold framing that was tied into the side walls of the building. Other boat
construction ook place in private workshops or yards that may be difficult to identify as areas of boat
building. No known exampies of these workshops survive; all descriptions are presently based on
photographic evidence. Any building suspected of serving this purpose should be researched through
documentary records and examined in order o determine criteria for evaluation.

Wharves and docks. When not in use, or when they were being repaired, boats were tied at
wharves and docks along the sheltered harbors and navigable estuaries of the Delaware River. The
wharves and docks were constructed of woaden planks supported by wooden pilings driven into the
shallow mud of the riverbank. At one time, humerous wharves were located along the banks of the river
and creeks (Figures 21 and 22). These wharves were present in areas that are today unnavigable due to

silt accumulation in the creek bottom. in areas such as Little Creek, the daily movement of numerous

37 Oral history interview with Bob Beck, 26 April 1893, Caroline Fisher.

38 Oral history interview with an individual who wishes to remain anonymous, 1979, Delaware Agricultural
Museum coflection,
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Figure 20: Boat shed and vessel under construction in Sussex County, Delaware (early twentieth
century). Photo: Purnell collection, Delaware State Archives.
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Figure 21: Wharves of varying durability were built the entite length of the Delaware peninsula. This
example recorded on Box Tree Creek, Northampton County, Virginia, represents a
working complex which has largely disappeared from the Delaware landscape. Photo:
1977, Bernard Herman.
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Figure 22: Wharves with shad skiffs and bateaux at anchor in Port Penn [7]. Small scale work
structures include piling-supported wharves {(some only a single board side), work sheds,
and floating cabins. Early 20th century. Photo: Port Penn Interpretive Center collection.
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fishing and oyster boats prevented this natural silting process from occurring in the small creeks. One
Littie Creek resident explained that there was no need to dredge the Little Creek when the boats were
active because the movemant of the boats kept the creek clear. Only after the volume of traffic began to
decrease was there a need for regular dredging to keep the silt from filling the creek 39

Wharves and docks ware constructed to allow access to and from boats. In addition 10 serving as
the place where fish were unloaded, they were also an area of business when fishermen sold their catch
to fish dealers. It is highly unlikely that docks constructed during the period of this context survive in the
same form or are used in the same manner today. While historic wharves no longer exist in a usable
condition, the remains of wharves and docks can be seen at low tide as wooden pilings protruding from
the shallow water in numerous areas (Figure 23.} These remains are significant, however, for the
information they provide about past activity on the maritime landscape. The location of such remains may
reveal the extent of a wharf and its configuration. Numerous sets of such pilings would indicate that an
area was heavily used for boating or commercial activity.

Nets. Most nets used for commercial and recreational fishing were handcrafted. Little is known
about the craftsmen from the late ninsteenth century, but a modern net-maker, Lydia Beideman, learned
the art of netmaking from her father-in-law and husband, both of whom knitted nets for their own use and
for sale to commercial and recreational fishertman. “You get to have your net and you gotta have your
leads, the sinkers, floats, rope, and twine,” Beideman says. “That’s what you have to have to make a net.
You make ‘em according fo order. Some of ‘em you want to sink and you put more leads on ‘em; others
you want to float. If you want ‘em ta float, | put less leads on ‘em and more floats."40

Nets were often knitted or mended by a fisherman during a time when no work could be done on
the water, frequently during the winter (Figure 24). Cotton or linen was knitted together using a wooden
gauge to make the mesh openings equal in size; different size gauges and mesh were used depending
on the type of fish the net was constructed to catch. Once the net was knitted, lead lines and cork lines
were “hung in” (Figure 25). The cork line held the net at the surface of the water and had floats attached
directly to it or 10 a string approximately cne to two feet from the net; floats were attached at regular
intervals along the net. Lead lines with metal weights (usually lead) held the net down in the water. Net
knitting was not confined to a specific area, but hanging the net required suspending the quick and lead
lines so that the net could he attached. When ingpecling buildings associated with watermen or
fishermen, evidence of hooks or nails on which the nets were hung should be identified.41

38 Oral history interview with individual who wishes to remain anonymous, 1979, Delaware Agricultural
Museurn collection.

40 Delaware Estuary, p. 78,

41 Interview with Bob Beck, 26 April 1893.
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Figure 23:

These remnants of wharves and docks on the Little Creek in Kent County, Delaware are
indicators of the past aclivity in the area. Similar remains can be found in numerous areas
throughout the coastal zone and should be used to identify possible sites or resources
related to the marshland economy. Photo: 1993, Caroline Fisher.
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Figure 24: “An Atlantic Fisherman Mending His Nets--The gear with which the ocean fishermen
comb the seas for food for man is of many kind and divers types. The capital invested in
the fishing fieets of the North Atlantic is in the neighborhood of $100,000,000." Source:
National Gaographic Magazine, 1923, page 591,
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Figure 25:

African-American net hangers on the New Jersey side of the Delaware River {circa 1900).
Not only does this photograph illustrate the craft of knitting and hanging net, it also clearly
identifies the presence and contribution of African-Arnericans to the Delaware fishery.
Little documented, the contributions of these individuals are a vital information need.
Photo: private collection {(anonymous), Bacon’s Neck, New Jersey.
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Nets were fashioned into various styles to catch the fish. Among these types of nets were the
cast net, the pound or weir, the sweep seine, and the gill net. The earliest type of net used was the cast
net, which was thrown out over a school of fish. Use of this net required great skiil in order to collact the
fish. Pound or weir nets were used 10 catch fish directly off the shore. Staked into the river with poles, the
net was stretched out into the river and ended in a circular patiern (Figure 26). The opening of the net was
construcied so that the fish couid swim in but could not swim back out through the same opening. The
fish would continue swimming into the tunnel and eventually wind up at the center. The net would then
be dragged up onto the shore and the fish were removed from the net.

The sweep seine was used to stop and encircle schools of fish. The gill net was used in
deepwater fishing in which the fish ran into the “finest twine ‘or thread’ mesh and gets caught, unable to
escape.™2 Seines and gill nets were long straight sections of loose net knit together for different depths
and types of fishing. Along the bottom edge of the net lead sinkers were frequently clamped into place,
while the surface edge was marked with a string of floats.

~ The type of fish that the fisherman sought determined the size of the openings in the net that he
used. Rockfish required nets with openings of 4-5 1/2 inches; shad required 5 1/2 inch openings; and
perch, bluefish, and trout could be caught with 3 1/2 inch opening nets.43 Commercially made nets could
once be obtained from the American Net and Twine Company of Boston, Massachusetts, The company
imported a netting machine in 1858, but it failed to be adaptabie to the various sizes of nets that were
required for different types of fishing.44 Different grades of mesh were used in varying situations,
according to Carl Morris: '

For rock we used a sixty-nine...the finer your twine the easier you'll catch your fish, and
the coarser your twine you're not going to catch as many. A lot of them don't befieve it. A
fish is not blind is he?...So we used that sixty-nine. Well, we had two pieces of net; one
was twenty meshes deep to fish on the high water...and we had a forty mesh net to go
right down in along the channel...45

The largest form of gill net was constructed of #21 twine and was used for sturgeon fishing where nets
must often be three fathoms deep to effactively cut across the channel bottom. To set a gill net for

sturgeon the waterman let it cut its fullest length straight across the channel being fished at the last hour

42 C.H. Augur, Fish Nets: Some Account of Their Construction and The Application of the Vanous Forms
in American Fisheries (Washington, D.C.: Govemment Printing Office, 1894) p. 383.

43 Delaware Estuary, p. 73.
44 Fish Nets: Some Account of Their Construction,p. 387.

45 Interview with Carl Morris, Port Penn, January 1976, Bernard L. Herman and David G. Orr.
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Figure 26:

Oral histories suggest the use of pound nets in the Delaware Bay. Like this one recorded
in Northampton County, Virginia, Delaware pound hets extended out at right angles to
the shore. Fish swimming with the tide would become frapped in the box-like
arrangement at the end where fishermen in bateaux would retrieve the catch. Photo:
1977, Bernard Herman.
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of the tide. The sturgeon moving up the channel simply swam into the net and were quickly entangled in
the fine mesh. The fish were hauled in with the net as it was pulted back across the channel and into the
boat. In instances when sturgeon came in close to shore to teed, the fisherman would shorten the net by
taking up the bottom sfack of a thirty foot net, inserting a wooden stake--a stob--through the folds, and
fishing the shallow waters.

To set and pull a carp net required a separate process involving a smaller net and dissimilar
techniques. Diagraming the plan for setting a carp net, Carl Morris explained:

Say this is the shoreline. Stick a pole here, then come around this way about twenty or

thirty feet. When you get it almost out you curl around this way and back down the shore

as close to the shore as you can get. Most of the time if you make a noise, they'll start.

You'll start picking them up at the beginning of the return.46
As the net was brought in it was kept right along the bateau being rowed with the tide. The biggest
portion of the hauil was back at the starting stake when the circle was completed and the seine hauled back
into the stern of the boat. After the carp were loaded into the bottom of the boat, they were rowed back to
the boathouse and dumped into live wells {Figure 27) until they were dipped out and packed on ice for
market. '

Atter returning from fishing with the nets, watermen needed to dry the nets so they could be used
efficiently on the next trip. Nets were dried by being stretched between two points; sometimes actual
drying racks were used but sometimes they were just stretched between poles or trees (Figures 28 and
29). Mending holes and tears in the nets was another important activity that was often performed when
nets were hung as they were during the drying process (Figure 30). Net drying racks are unlikely to
survive with any integrity as they were extremely ephemeral in construction.

Nets used for fishing between 1830 and 1950 were constructed of cotton or linen; to be
considered eligible for this context, nets should be made of these materials. Nets were continually
repaired and remade with new materials; while it is unlikely that any nets will have survived in continual use
or in storage from the period of significance, nets made in a traditional form could yield important
information about the historic use of nets.

Fish houses and fish stands. Fish houses were the places in which fish were prepared for
shipping. They would be separated and iced down to be sent by boat or train to markets in Wilmington
and Phitadelphia. Fish stands served the business of party boat fishing, in which sporting parties went
out with a local captain for several hours of pole fishing. The clients usually paid a flat fee for a party of 6
people, and additional for any more than this. The boats left in the moming, sometimes as early as 3 or 4

o’clock and returned around noon. Upon their return, the fishermen had their catch cleaned and iced at

45 |nterview with Carl Morris, Port Penn, January 1976, Bemard L. Herman and David G. Orr.
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Figure 27;

Cari Morris empties carp from his bateau into a live well or live box, Appoquinimink Creek,
Qdessa vicinity, January 1976. The live well or box was a sfat sided container used to
preserve fish until they could be sold for market. Morris’s live well is unusually well buiit--
other examples are simply square with wire mesh covers. Photo: Betnard Herman.
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Figure 28: Port Penn net drying racks located south and east of town on drained marsh meadow
(date unknown). Drying was an essential patt of equipment maintenance in the Delaware
fishery. Photo: Port Penn Interpretive Center collaction.
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Figure 29: Shad nets drying on temporary racks adjacent 1o the marshlands and Delaware River on
Penn Interpretive Center coilection.

‘the New Jersey side (early twentieth century), Bacon's Neck, New Jersey. Photo: Port
|
|
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Figure 30:

“Mending the Net,” Thomas Eakins, 1881. Continual maintenhance of nets was imperative
to good business thus nets were periodically inspected for tears and holes . This
painting, which made use of several photographic studies of fishermen and landscape,
llustrates the involvernent of all family members in the mending process. Source: Fried,
Realism, Writing, Disfiguration on Thomas Eakins and Stephien Crane, p. 83.
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one of the fish stands run by young boys. The small operations were a way for the children to participate
garly in an occupation they would likely be involved in as adults.

Littie documentary evidence exists 1o describe fish houses and fish stands. No historic examples
of these structures are known to exist; any structure that may have housed this type of business should
be carefully inspected for further clues to the activities carried out within the building and to provide
information to establish criteria for evaluation of such resources.

Fishing Rights. One of the associative property types related to fishing is that of the areas of
the river or creeks claimed by individuals for fishing. Owning property that fronted along the Delaware
River entitled the owner to certain fishing rights in the river. This is evident in real estate notices appearing
in the Delaware County Republican.

i will sell at public sale . . . a certain MESSUAGE OR TENEMENT, and all that certain
Fishery and the right and privilege of fishing in the River Delaware from the point where
the road called the river road joins the said river to the mouth of Darby creek, in the said
township of Tinicum, together with the uninterrupted right and privilege of hauling,
drawing and drying seines and nets upon the shore of the said river, from the place of
beginning to the place of ending, and also the right of occupying with fishermen, seines,
nets, boats, cabins &c., such space of ground from the said river shore, which is or may
become necessary at all times, for fishing, hauling, drawing and drying seines and nets,
and erecting cabins, &c., upon said ground covered with water, be the same more of less,
with the appurtenances. This fishery has heretofore been regarded as a very valuable
shad fishery, and is situate about four miles from Chester and about seven from
Philadelphia. 47

Some leases of farm land that fronted certain waterways specitied the use of fishing areas. When John
Dickinson leased his iarm on the St. Jones River he reserved the “priviledge & Right of fishing in the
Creek running by the premises...& of building Stages & drawing Net on the Shore of the premises” to
himselt.48 When multiple fisheries were found on a single property, the excess was often rented: “The
Fishery on this part of the estate is deemed the best on the Western Bank of the Delaware bslow
Philadelphia, and has been rented for One Thousand Dollars per annum."49 Some sites included the use
of a wharf, a fishing cabin, and/or a fish house, such as “a frame tenement or Fish House, about 18 feet
deep by 20 feet long."50 . One advertissment described a 56-acre farm, in front of which “in the river

Delaware is a valuable fishery, for herring and shad, which has been fished with advantage for a number of

47 Delaware County Republican, 1¢ January 1866.
48 John Dickinson Papers, Fite 47 #26, Delaware State Museums.
49 Delaware County Republican, 15 November 1825,

50 Delaware County Republican, 9 July 1847.
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years, attached thereto is a commadious fish house."®? Properties that were located close to a city could
support a market on the premises. 32

Specifically, the area assigned to a particular person for fishing rights is eligible for the National
Register as an historic site if the evidence from the dacumentary sources is still visible on the landscape.
The documentary source should identify the area used for fishing and relate it to physical landmarks such
as natural landscape features or to sfructures. This type of resource will exhibit more significance if it is
associated with other marshland resources, such as the house of a fisherman who “owned” the fishing
rights, or as part of an historic district with a focus on fishing.

Turtie Trapping

Hunting for snapping turtles, or snappers, was a common activity among Delaware estuéry
residents during the spring and summer seasons. While there are no property types in the form of
buildings related to this activity, there are objects such as boats and fykes that should be considered
property types. They provide an important link between the maritime culture and the natural environment.

Turtle trapping occurred primarily as a seasonal activity and as a supplement to other fishing and
trapping processes. There was no fee for turtle trapping in Delaware’s state-owned marshes and it often
occurred on weekends. Young people would start trapping to make extra money or for the sport of
hunting. The meat from the turtles was a local delicacy used primarily in soups.53 Large sea turties were
also used tor food when netted by fishermen. In 1866 the Delaware County Republican reported that:

A colored man named Pryor, while fishing for sturgeon, in the Delaware off this city,
caught a sea turtle weighing fifty pounds. it is not often these inhabitants of salt water get
so far from their native element. The turtle was purchased by Edward M. Lyons of the
Central Restaurant, in Market street, who has provided for it a vessel of fresh water, in
which it will be able to regale itself for a few days. Those who desire to see this curiosity--
for it is a curiosity to many--can do so by calling at the restaurant. Mr. Lyons will serve up
his turtleship, on Tuesday next, in the shape of a free lunch, to which he extends an
invitation to all who may desire to partake.54

Two basic methods were employed for hunting snapping turtles; they could either be probed in
the mud and brought up with a snapper hook, or trapped in fykes. The first method required a long pole

51 Delaware County Republican: 4 February 1834, 2 October 1835.
52 Delaware County Republican, 30 December 1842,

53 Material for this section comes in part from a series of taped oral interviews with present-day turtle
trappers Edward Blackburn and John Wipf, 27 April 1980, Raymond Jester.

54 Delaware County Republican, 20 July 1868,
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fitted with a metal hook at one end and was used in both warm or cold weather. The hunter would search
in the shallow mud around a marsh for tracks or the protruding head of an animal. Once he located a
potential site, he used the pole to probe the mud for the shell of a turtie. A hollow sound indicated that
the metal had struck the turtie’s shell, and the hook was used to pull the uninjured animal to the surface.
The turtle was then carefully ptaced in a container and kept alive until the trapper was ready to sell it or
clean it. During the winter, this process was called “proggering;” progging for turtles required the hunter
to be extremely adept at fesling the shell beneath the mud where the turtle was hibernating, and at
hearing the sound of the metal hook touching the turtle’s shell.

Ike Cleaver preferred probing for turtles in the mud with his hook, a hooked stee! shaft
approximately a third of an inch in diameter and a yard long tastened into an eighteen inch wood handle.
Mr. Cleaver would go out in the spring when snapping turties began to "come out of the mud.” His
standard equipment included his bag, hook, and a bait of string used to "bridle" the animals thus
preventing them from biting him. A boat was considered unnecessary unless he planned to go
shappering in someone else's marsh. The largest catch Mr. Cleaver ever made was thirty-six furties in ong
day and a total of eighty-eight in three days.

A second method was known as “fyking” and involved trapping the turtle in a special net , or tyke.
These nets were made by hand with great precision out of “fisharman’s bend” knots set in a 3-inch mesh.

The classic turtle fyke is a barrel-like affair composed of oak, hickory, or grapevine hoops
set in a net. it has a funnel-shaped entrance leading to a bait box strung up in the
receiving area....the fyke is set with the entrance under water and the top above water, to
keep the turtles from drowning. Tha funnel mouth is downstrearmn and downwind to aid
the turtle’s entry into the trap.55

Once the fykes were assembled and ready for deployment, Mr. Morris explained he would, “stretch them
out with a stick, put the bait in one end and the weight at the other to allow it to swing in the tide," with one
end marked by a line and buoy. Fykes could be set individually or in a run or string with an anchor at one
end, single connecting line and a tloat marker at the other end. This type of trap had to be precisely
staked and checked often since the turtles could drown in the trap if they remained in it through a tide.
Rising tides could fill the fyke with mud that would suffocate the turtles. Turtles that were caught dead
could not be eaten and were considered useless. Carl Morris was aware of ke Cleaver's preference for
hiking into the marsh and probing up the snappers from the ditch bottoms, but according to him:

| never could see that. | went two or three times, and one day | went | caught three bags
full and had to load them across that marsh to shore and it was hot.. It's easier just 1o sink
the nets from a boat up in the ditches and bait them and stick them back.58

55 Mary Hufford, *Snappers and Snappering,” in Delaware Estuary, p. 104.

56 Interview with Carl Morris, Port Penn, January 1976, Bernard L. Herman and David G. Orr.
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Getting turtles out of a fyke was mare difficult than getting them in and each trapper had his own
favorite method. These included temporarily stunning the turtie with a blow to his nose from a hammer, or
dumping several out on the ground and following them around untit the trapper couid grab the turtle’s tail
(Figure 31). Asked if he ever practiced bridling his catch to prevent the turtles from biting him, Mr. Morris
replied, "Just bagged them up...sold them alive." Once the turtles were out of the fyke and under some
form of control, they were placed in a storage tank of some sort until the trapper was ready to sell them.

Ike Cleaver and his wife cieaned the turtles for local market by first cutting off the heads on a
wooden block in the yard and then tilting the carcasses up on edge against the wall of his muskrat house
to let the blood run out (Figure 32 ). When fully bled, the turtle was scalded in a vat of boiling water and,
with a penknife, subsequently skinned and dressed. The sheil was set aside and saved. After the turtie
meat had been completely cleaned and prepared, it was placed back in its original shell, packed in ice and
trucked to market in Wilmington. Diamond back terrapins were similarly prepared except that théy were
first boiled alive and then cleaned.

Fluctuations in the market price determined just how much time could profitably be directed
towards snappering. At one time snappers sold for thirty-five cents a pound, then the price dropped to
ten cents, until the buyer finally accounted he would not pay any higher than eight cents. ke Cleaver
recounts, "I said to myself, 'Damn if you get any more snapper from me. { won't carry them off the marsh tor
eight cents a pound.’ So that was the end of him." Mr. Cleaver also narrated an anecdote about the ever
hungry local preacher out to cadge a free bit of wild game to stock his own larder:

My daddy, he had a preacher come out here. | was a young boy then. Mr. Gibbons (?), he

was the preacher at Odessa. And | had a bunch of terrapins out here. | had some that

came off the marsh that day.

“Well,” he said, "tke, you got any terrapins for Mr. Gibbons?”

“Yeah," | said, "l got some." He said, "I'd like some." | said to myself, "Damn if you ever get a hold
of another one of these terrapin."s?

Whereas Ike Cleaver sold his catch, dressed and ready to cook, at the local market on King Street in
Wiimington, Catl Morris shipped his turtles on the "Tidewater Express”, a seafood trucking chain making
reguiar scheduled stops on its way north from Chincoteague, Virginia, to be sold at Philadelphia and New
York markets.

Turtle trapping was considered mildly dangerous due to the belligerent, aggressive nature of the
snapping turtle, whose sharp beak and strong jaw muscles could bite off fingers and'portions of skin.
There were a number of theories on ways to disengage the animal, including 1) laying down on the
ground so that the turtle could get his footing and feef a chance to escape; and 2) forcing an object into

the nostrils of the animal, one of his few vuinerable spots.

57 Interview with Catl Morris, Port Penn, January 1878, Bemard L. Herman and David G. Orr.
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Figure 31: “Feisty turtles from New Jersey marshes. Herb ‘Snapper’ Misner (left), from Medford, and

Ray Drayton, from Vincentown, with the day’s catch. Photo by Dennis McDonald,
courtesy of the American Folklife Center.” Source: Delaware Estuary, p. 105.
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Figure 32:

Two Hancocks Bridge fishermen with trapped snapping turtles. Note that the turtles are
bridled to prevent them from biting their captors. Photo: Port Penn Interpretive Center
collection.

57
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Shad fishermen sometimes caught diamond-back terrapins and stored them live in the open s boards.
“Welt, well,” Fithian is reported to have exclaimed, “I got me some more of them cabin rats.” The other
cabin owners lamented that they too had picked up a number of cabin rats and all agreed that it had been a
“bad” season for “cabin rats.” 58

Praperty Types for Turtie Trapping

While there are no buildings refated 1o turtle trapping, there are a number of structures, objects,
and landscape elemants that may survive as property types. These include fyke traps, probing/progging
poles, boats, storage tubs, and butchering areas.

Turtle Fyke Traps. A fyke is a cylindrical fish trap fashioned in a series of compartments, At
one end is a funnel-shaped opening through which the fish or turtle enters; the animal then swims
through a second funnel opening and into the third compartment which contains the bait. The back of the
third section, tied shut with a string, and the multiple inverted funnel entrances make exit almost
impossible, thus effectively trapping the catch inside the fyke. A variation within this basic form is the
catfish fyke, which requires three entry compartments, but no bait. The diameter of the fyke is determined
by the quarry, with eel fykes being the smallest and snapper fykes the largest in circumference. The
materials of a fy ke woven by Carl Morris were of plain nylon netting worked around a rattan frame. Mr.
Morris commented he used fo knit his own nets, but it was now too time consuming to be practical. He
also noted that in localities where fykes were still used in Maryland the makers employed riven oak hoops
instead of rattan. :

The fykes were made by hand by the trappers, even as young children (Figure 33). Like many of
the elements of this context, they constantly required repairs and over the years what was ostensibly the
same net was actually made of entirely new matetials.

Probing Poles. A probing pole was a long pole fitted with a metal hook at one end. It was used
to search for turtles in the mud and pull them to the surface. A probing pole would also be considered a
progging pole in the winter. '

Boats. Boats used for turtle trapping in the marshes and setting fykes in this period included
skiffs, bateaux, and other flat-bottomed boats. These boats are described in more detail earlier in this
chapter under property types related to fishing. A distinguishing characteristic of boats used in turtling is
their flat bottom. Since turtling was done in the marshes, boats had to be constructed in a way that would
aliow them to be used in shallow water. The flat bottomn also ensured the stability of the boat, allowing the
waterman to stand while working. Alteration or removal of the flat bottom of a boat used for turtling will
make it ineligible for listing as an example of the property type “turtling boats.” If the boat was modified for

use in another historic activity, it may still be efigible as an example of that property type.

58 Floating Cabins on the Delaware River, p. 8.
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Figure 33:
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Carl Morris knitting a fyke at his home in Port Penn, New Castie County, Delaware, January
1976. Fykes were traditional cylindrical fish traps constructed of varying mesh widths
{depending on the prey) with round cak or rattan hoops. The fyke consisted of an
extendable body with a funnel shaped entry. Lured into the fyke, the prey could not
easily find its way out again. Photo: Bemard Herman.
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Storage Tubs. Storage tubs were used to keep the turties alive far the market. Trappers used
anything available that would tiold enough water for the turtles, even old bathtubs. ldentification of these
resources would probably rely on oral history and would only be eligible if nominated within a group of
related resources.

Butchering and Cleaning Areas. This property type is the most ephemeral in nature of all
those related to turtiing. These areas were often just a space of ground near the trapper's house; once
the blood and turtle remains were washed away by a hose or by rain, there was no trace left of the activity.

Muskrat Trapping

Trapping was a traditional activity for many inhabitants of the Delaware estuary. The trapping of
muskrats was particularly popular, dependable, and profitable. Traps were also set for otter, raccoon, fox,
skunk, and opossum. There are two important physicat property types linked to muskrat trapping: the
muskrat skinning shed, a small building used tor processing the meats and skins of freshiy trapped
muskrat; and the trapping marsh itseff.

The proceeds from muskrat trapping represented a mainstay in the domestic economy of farmers
along the Delaware River wetlands. Trapping was an integral part of the marshland economy as early as
the eighteenth century when tanneries were established along the banks of the Appoquinimink Creek
and in nearby Middletown. Now regulated by law, the muskrat season runs from the first of December to
the tenth of March except on the inside marsh where it continues for an additional ten days. Marshlands
are either rented on an annual basis to an individual trapper, or more frequently, frapped by the farmer who
owns it, as an extension of his farming activities.

Interviews with modem trappers yield information about how the muskrat was caught. With the
exception of a more humane type of instant-death trap, trapping techniques have changed very litlle.
After searching the marsh for signs of the muskrat--food, houses, tracks, or droppings--the trapper set his
trap near the hole of the muskrat house or in an established food run during low tide (Figure 34). The
earliest type of traps were feg-hold traps, which caught the muskrat by the foot. If the animal did not
escape, he would drown as the tide came in. The trapper coliected the animals when he next checked his
traps. Depending on the depth of the water and the type of marsh, trappers either walked or used boats
to set and check their traps {Figure 35).

Preparation of the fur required skinning the animal, removing all the fat, then stretching the fur
inside out over a wooden stretcher to create a uniform shape and to ensure proper drying. Stretchers
were built in different sizes to accommodate muskrats, otter, or raccoons, which were sometimes caught in
traps and processed at the same time. Muskrat stretchers were sometimes placed on the interior of the

skinning building for the drying process. The loft of Clem Sutton's skinning shed could contain hundreds
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Muskrat trapper checking his traps adjacent to muskrat house in the Delaware City marsh,
Delaware. Winter 1979-80. Photo: John Carter .

New Castle County,

Figure 34:
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Figure 35: Joe Beck setting or checking trap from bateau (mid twentieth century). Note the use of

thin, flexible stakes identifying the location of the trap adjacent to the muskrat house.
Photo: Bab Beck collection.
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of stretchers suspended from the ceiling (Figure 36). Once the furs had dried, they were sold to tur
dealers in Wilmington and Philadelphia, who soid directly to furriers in America and Europe.

The muskrat meat was also harvested and sold, or prepared by the trapper. it was most commonty
parboiled and then fried. Muskrat feasts were a common event during the trapping season and served as
a social event. These types of feasts still take places in various towns along the Delaware River.

ike Cleaver began trapping his tather's marsh as a boy, starting on the "little marsh" bordering the
fields just below his house and moving on to the "wild marsh” further out. The mechanical traps were set
out along the myriad muskrat runs traversing the marsh, and each one marked with a tall, slender pole cut
from a sapling. Every day of the season the trapper had fo walk his trap line to gather his catch and reset
the traps sprung during the previous twenty-four hours. As his catch began to fall off in one area he would
move his stakes and traps to other runs and fay out a new trap line. The standard working gear for a trapper
consisted of a heavy gunning coat, hip boots or waders and a small rope and needle for stringing the
catch. The traps employed in the Delaware estuary in the twentieth century are all factory-made spring
traps. These may be sub-divided into two groups: the stretcher traps characterized by steel jaws opened
up over a long wire horseshoe-shaped device which, when the trap was sprung, came across the closed
jaws pushing the anima! away from its pinned limb thus effectively preventing it from wringing or gnawing
itself free; and the "Conibar" which slams shut without a strefcher, but effectively kills the muskrat within
minutes. The advantage of the latier lies in its ability to catch more rats per trap tripped than any of the
other factory made brands, while the virtue of the former is that it keeps the animal alive until the tide rises
and drowns it thus preventing house rats from feeding on the carcass and ruining the meat and pelt.
Although the "Conibar” is the most widely used trap taday, the older trappers continue to prefer the fong
spring or stretcher variety.

As the trapper checked his line he would stuff his catch into the large game pockets of his
gunning vest until they were filled, then he would stop by a creek, take out the rats, wash them and finally
string them together and carry them looped around his shouiders:

Sure, on a string. You have your vest. You fill your vest up, when your vest gets full you
take them and siring them and throw them on your back. String them...through the left
leg ptumb up against one another (Figure 37).59

Muskrats were never to be carried in a sack because it would cause the rats to bump around and the meat
to discolor around the abdaminal cavity. Once the rats were taken back to the muskrat house each rat was
laid on its back in preparation for skinning and dressing. The rats to be dressed were hung hind feet up,
abdomens cut out on the skinning board and their hides stripped with three special handmade knives

(Figure 38). The pelt was then pulled over a curing board and air dried--a process stil practiced in the

59 Interview with tke Cleaver, Port Penn, January 1976, Bernard L. Herman and David G. Orr,
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Figure 36: Muskrat stretchers hanging in loft of skinning shed, Salem or Cumbaerland County, New
Jersey, circa 1890. Phaoto: Clem Sutton colflection.
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Figure 37: Ike Cleaver with muskrats harvested from his trapping ground {mid-twentieth century),

65

Odessa vicinity, New Castle County. Note the muskrat string and Cleaver's shed in the

background. Also note Cieavet’s clothing including wading boots and trapping coat.
Photo: Port Penn Interpretive Center collection.
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ke Cleaver with harvest from his muskrat trapping ground, standing in front of his skinning
shed {mid twentieth century). The name and role ¢f the individuat to Cleaver’s right is
unknown. Photo: Port Penn Interpretive Canter collection.
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Southemn Appalachian highlands--and the meat cleaned and packed for market.

Dangers to the muskrat trapper were primarily either falling on the ice and breaking a leg or slipping
into the channet and drowning while washing the catch for stringing. Describing the hazards involved, lke
Cleaver explained:

Well, falling down, breaking a leg. You get close to the creek side when you're washing a
rat off and you fall overboard. We lost a man in Blackbird Creek. We think that's the way
he died because he had gunning coat on and muskrats in the gunning coat...You
getclose to the edge and the edge will crack off and the current runs underneath it; and
we think that's why he drowned...I've fallen down many a time, but | just get up and go

on 80

With an awareness of the dangers of the marsh in the winter was a complementary intimate knowledge ot
the ways of the muskrat and how to stalk it: locating the runs, observing its habits and tracing its
movements below the surface of the ice. Aimost everyone interviewed claims there are fewer rats living in
the marshes now than in previous years. While heavy trapping may have taken its toll--tke Cleaver, for
example, with the help of a hired man, took 5500 off his marsh alone in a single season--most local
residents blame the decline on the appearance of feathergrass in the wetlands, which has all but choked
out the native cattail. Mr. Cleaver remembered the physiognomy of the marshes of southern New Castle

County before the takeover of feathergrass:

...Delaware City marsh on the Bank Meadows, that's all they had was cattails. You never
seen anything like them [muskrat] houses--beautiful houses. They was like hay
stacks...and muskrats jumping from one to the other...they had so many muskrats, why
it'd freeze up there and they's stili got them 61

Of all aspects ui iife and work on the water,only muskrat trapping with its accompanying lore and material
culture continues as a vital element in the agrarian-maritime domestic economy of the Delaware estuary.

Property Types for Trapping
Muskrat Skinning Sheds. The skinning shed was usually located on the property of the

trapper, but some have been located in the marsh where trapping occurs. A shed located on the trapper's
property may not have been built specifically for the purpose of processing muskrats, but was converted
to such use. The wood frame building is usually small, approximately 16 feet by 16 feet square, and one
story high. Inside the structure various instruments could be found to assist in the preparation of the

skins: traps, knives, a table, shelving and stretchers for drying the skin (Figure 39).

60 |nterview with lke Cleaver, Port Penn, January 1976, Bemard L. Herman and David G. Or.

61 Interview with Ike Cleaver, Port Penn, January 1879, Bemard L. Herman and David G. Onr.
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Figure 39: Trapping, skinning, and turtling tools associated with lke Cleaver's trapping marsh and

skinning shed. Drawing: Center for Historic Architecture and Engineering, HABS,
Gabrielle Lanier, 1987.
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Jke Cleaver's muskrat house was a converted smokehouse of hewn timber framing and sheathed
with vertical board-and-batten siding (Figure 40). The interior was furnished with a work table, stretching
boards (for curing muskrat pelts) piled in the rafters, a skinning board, refrigerator, bench and sundry tools
necessary for trapping and dressing both muskrats and snapping turtles (Figure 41),

Two known muskrat skinning sheds are still in existence within the context study area. Other
sheds likely exist, but have been converted to alternate uses such as smokehouses or storage sheds.

Muskrat trapping marsh. The muskrat trapping marsh was owned by a landowner and either
trapped by the owner or leased to another trapper. Some marshes were worked by multiple trappers, who
workad on an honor system of not taking another's catch. The privilege of working the area could be
extended to include other types of trapping--such as otter, raccoon, and fox--turtling, wildfowling and
fishing. ke Cleaver mapped his trapping ground in detail, showing waterways, muskrat houses, and areas
that were likely to be flooded at high tide (Figure 42).

Integrity of a trapping marsh is defined almost solely by its use. When it ceases to be productive
tidal wetland that is economically viable for trapping, it loses its integrity. While the eligibility of a marsh as a
single cuitural resource may be difficult to justify, it may be eligible as part of a district that may include such
cultural resources as the trapper's home, skinning shed, and/or trapping boat.

Wiid Fowl Hunting

Wildfowling--hunting migratory ducks, geese, and shorebirds for sustenance, market, and sport--
has been a part of Delaware river and bay culture for thousands of years. With its vast salt and fresh water
marshes, the Delaware coast continues as a major resting, feeding, and nesting point in the Atlantic
flyway. Each year hundreds of thousands of migratory wildfowt visit Delaware’s marshes and uplands
(Figure 43). For much of the 1830-1950 +/- period covered by this historic context, those birds
represented a valuable, seemingly endless source of food, feathers, and cash. The sheer variéty of
wildfowl species made hunting in the marshes a popuiar activity--both for sport and commerce--
throughout the time period covered by the marshland cultural resources historic context. The art of luring,
shooting, trapping, and otherwise harvesting wildfowl produced a complex material culture. The historic
property types associated with wildfowling ranged from seasonal hotels catering to visiting “sports,” such
as the now vanished Hygenia House north of Leipsic, to gunni